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(57) ABSTRACT

A nonvolatile memory array is divided into multiple memory
groups. The nonvolatile memory array receives an erase com-
mand to erase a first set of the memory groups, and not a
second set of the memory groups. The control circuitry is
responsive to the erase command to erase the first set of
memory groups, by applying a recovery bias arrangement
that adjusts threshold voltages of memory cells in at least one
memory group of the second set of memory groups. By apply-
ing the recovery bias arrangement to memory cells in at least
one memory group of the second set of memory groups, erase
disturb is corrected during the recovery bias arrangement, at
least in part.
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1
METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR REDUCING
ERASE DISTURB OF MEMORY BY USING
RECOVERY BIAS

PRIORITY APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of U.S. application Ser.
No. 13/426,985, filed 22 Mar. 2012 entitled Method and
Apparatus for Reducing Erase Disturb of Memory By Using
Recovery Bias. This application is incorporated by reference
herein.

BACKGROUND
Description of Related Art

Erase algorithms of nonvolatile memory cells pre-program
erased cells to a programmed state, followed by erase, and
then followed by soft program of over-erased cells. The pre-
program and soft program are steps additional to an erase
step, and correct the threshold voltage distribution of memory
cells in parts of a memory array that are selected for erase.
However, this erase algorithm does not correct erase disturb
of memory cells not selected for erase. Erase disturb refers to
the effect of memory cells undergoing a degree of erase
despite not being selected for erase.

SUMMARY

The technology described here includes an integrated cir-
cuit with a nonvolatile memory array and control circuitry.
The nonvolatile memory array is divided into multiple
memory groups. The control circuitry is responsive to the
erase command to erase a first set of memory groups and not
a second set of memory groups, and to apply a recovery bias
arrangement that adjusts threshold voltages of memory cells
in at least one memory group of the second set of memory
groups; the recovery bias arrangement can be applied to at
least one memory group of the second set of memory groups
to recover from threshold voltage changes caused by erasing
the first set of one or more memory groups. An erase bias
arrangement is applied prior to the recovery bias arrange-
ment.

By applying the recovery bias arrangement to memory
cells in at least one memory group of the second set of
memory groups, erase disturb is corrected during the recov-
ery bias arrangement (at least in part). Erase disturb occurs
during the erase bias arrangement, as a result of a same well
being shared by (i) the first set of memory groups, and (ii) the
second set of memory groups.

In some embodiments of the described technology, logic
maintains a recovery setting indicative of a number of
memory cells ofthe second set of one or more memory groups
in a programmed state that receive the recovery bias arrange-
ment. For example, the recovery setting can indicate an
address range of memory cells in memory groups that share a
well. The number of memory cells can increase with a number
of'times the erase bias arrangement is applied (e.g., applied to
the nonvolatile memory array or to particular memory
groups).

In some embodiments of the described technology, a verify
bias arrangement precedes the recovery bias arrangement.
Responsive to the verify bias arrangement indicating that at
least one memory cell in the second set of memory groups has
experienced erase disturb, the control circuitry applies the
recovery bias arrangement.
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Additional technology described here includes a method.
The method comprises at least the following step: responsive
to an erase command to erase a first set of one or more
memory groups of a nonvolatile memory array and not erase
a second set of one or more memory groups of the nonvolatile
memory array, applying a recovery bias arrangement that
adjusts threshold voltages of memory cells in at least one
memory group of the second set of one or more memory
groups.

Various embodiments of the technology are described
herein.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is an example flowchart of an erase algorithm with
recovery programming on memory cells in memory groups
that are not selected for erase.

FIG. 2 is an example of a doped well that is shared by
multiple erase groups, including both memory groups that are
selected for erase and memory groups that are not selected for
erase.

FIG. 3 is a graph of drain current versus gate voltage,
showing a memory cell in the low threshold voltage erased
state, a memory cell in the high threshold voltage pro-
grammed state, and a memory cell that has undergone erase
disturb from the high threshold voltage programmed state.

FIG. 4 is a graph of drain current versus gate voltage,
showing a memory cell in the low threshold voltage erased
state, a memory cell in the high threshold voltage pro-
grammed state, and a memory cell that has undergone recov-
ery programming to correct erase disturb and return to the
high threshold voltage programmed state.

FIG. 5 is an example flowchart of part of an erase algorithm
with recovery programming based on a static setting that
determines the scope of recovery programming.

FIG. 6 is an example flowchart of part of an erase algorithm
with recovery programming based on a dynamic setting that
determines the scope of recovery programming.

FIG. 7 is an example flowchart of part of an erase algorithm
with recovery programming based on a dynamic setting that
determines the scope of recovery programming.

FIG. 8 is a block diagram of an integrated circuit with a
memory array and improvements described herein.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIG. 1 is an example flowchart of an erase algorithm with
recovery programming on memory cells in memory groups
that are not selected for erase.

At 10, the erase command is received by the integrated
circuit with the memory array. The erase command identifies
one or more memory groups for erase. A memory group can
be a group of memory cells such as a segment, block, or
sector, that are collectively erased together. The group of
memory cells can be the whole memory array.

The erase algorithm performs a number of steps with the
one or more memory groups selected for erase, and then a
number of steps with the one or more memory groups not
selected for erase. First, steps are performed with the one or
more memory groups selected for erase.

At 12, pre-program is performed on the memory cells—all
of'them or a subset—in the memory group selected for erase,
which are already in the erased state. Such pre-programming
brings memory cells in the group of memory cells to a shared
programmed state, and prevents memory cells in the erased
state from being erased again. At 14, erase then brings all of
the memory cells in the group of memory cells selected for
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erase, from a programmed state shared among the memory
cells in the group, to an erased state shared among the
memory cells in the group. At 16, erase verify is performed to
check whether the preceding erase step sufficiently erased the
memory cells in the group of memory cells selected for erase.
At 18, if erase verify fails, then the erase algorithm returns to
step 14 to repeat erase. At 18, if erase verify passes, then the
erase algorithm proceeds. At 20, soft program is performed
on the memory cells in the memory group selected for erase,
which were over-erased.

The preceding steps were performed on the one or more
memory groups selected for erase. The following step is
performed on one or more memory groups not selected for
erase. During the erase of step 14, in addition to erasing the
one or more memory groups selected for erase, erase disturb
occurs to one or more memory groups not selected for erase,
as discussed below in connection with FIG. 2. Erase disturb is
this inadvertent erase of memory groups not selected for
erase. At 22, recovery programming is performed to repair the
erase disturb on memory cells in memory groups not selected
for erase. At 24, the erase command ends.

One programmed state is shown in FIG. 1 by the higher
threshold voltage distribution, but other embodiments cover
multiple programmed states, such as multi-level cells with 2
bits and 3 levels of programming per memory location, and
triple level cell cells with 3 bits or 7 levels of programming per
memory location.

FIG. 2 is an example of a doped well that is shared by
multiple erase groups, including both memory groups that are
selected for erase and memory groups that are not selected for
erase. Unfortunately, the multiple erase groups that share the
well 26, are exposed to the same large magnitude well poten-
tials during erase, regardless of whether only one of the erase
groups is selected for erase. The well 26, which is a p-well
(but can be an n-well in other embodiments) is isolated from
other such wells. Such isolation between wells addresses the
erase disturb problem for memory groups in different wells,
but not among memory groups that share the same well. The
isolation structures, and a low number of erase groups per
well, undesirably increase the size of the array.

One example mechanism of erase disturb is Fowler-Nord-
heim tunneling of electrons or holes between the well and the
charge storage element of the nonvolatile memory cell (e.g.,
floating gate, dielectric charge trapping element). Such erase
disturb can occur, despite different biases on the word lines or
gates of memory cells in memory groups selected for erase,
and memory cells in memory groups not selected for erase.

FIG. 3 is a graph 32 of drain current versus gate voltage,
showing a memory cell in the low threshold voltage erased
state, a memory cell in the high threshold voltage pro-
grammed state, and a memory cell that has undergone erase
disturb from the high threshold voltage programmed state.
FIG. 4 is a graph 34 of drain current versus gate voltage,
showing a memory cell in the low threshold voltage erased
state, a memory cell in the high threshold voltage pro-
grammed state, and a memory cell that has undergone recov-
ery programming to correct erase disturb and return to the
high threshold voltage programmed state.

In FIGS. 3 and 4, the high threshold voltage memory cells
are in the programmed state and hold a logical “0” value; and
the low threshold voltage memory cells are in the erased state
and hold a logical “1” value. During erase of a group of
memory cells selected for erase, other groups of memory cells
are erase disturbed, such that a degree of erase occurs even to
groups of memory cells not selected for erase. In FIG. 3, a
memory cell which belongs to a group of memory cells not
selected for erase, has the programmed, high threshold volt-
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age state with a logical “0” value. As discussed in connection
with FIG. 2, erase disturb occurs, because a same well is
shared by the group of memory cells not selected for erase and
the group of memory cells selected for erase.

Accordingly, FIG. 3 shows a threshold voltage shift result-
ing from erase disturb of the memory cell having the pro-
grammed, high threshold voltage state with a logical “0”
value. The erase disturbed memory cell shows a negative
threshold voltage shift, resulting from a net positive shift in
charge stored on the charge storage element of the erase
disturbed memory cell. For example, electrons may have
moved from the charge storage element of the erase disturbed
memory cell to the shared well (or holes may have moved
from the shared well to the charge storage element of the erase
disturbed memory cell). In this example, the shared well has
a relatively high positive voltage to attract the electrons from
the charge storage element of the erase disturbed memory cell
to the shared well.

FIG. 4 shows a threshold voltage shift resulting from
recovery programming of the memory cell which was erase
disturbed in FIG. 3. The recovery programmed memory cell
shows a positive threshold voltage shift, resulting from a net
negative shift in charge stored on the charge storage element
of'the recovery programmed memory cell. For example, elec-
trons may have moved from the shared well to the charge
storage element of the erase disturbed memory cell (or holes
may have moved from the charge storage element of the erase
disturbed memory cell to the shared well). In this example,
the shared well has a relatively high negative voltage to repel
the electrons from the shared well to the charge storage ele-
ment of the erase disturbed memory cell.

FIGS. 5 and 6 are flowcharts that show more detail of
alternatives of the recovery programming step in the erase
algorithm, such as recovery program step 22 in FIG. 1. FIG.
5 is an example flowchart of part of an erase algorithm with
recovery programming based on a static setting that deter-
mines the scope of recovery programming. FIG. 6 is an
example flowchart of part of an erase algorithm with recovery
programming based on a dynamic setting that determines the
scope of recovery programming.

In FIG. 5, at 36 erase is performed. The ellipsis indicates
other steps being performed on memory cells selected for
erase, such as pre-program, erase verify, and soft program as
discussed in connection with FIG. 1.

The subsequent steps are performed on memory groups
that are not selected for erase. At 38, recovery verify is per-
formed. If recovery verify passes, then recovery program-
ming is unnecessary, and at 40 recovery programming ends
(along with the erase algorithm ending). Recovery verify
passing, indicates that erase disturb effects on a programmed
memory cell were sufficiently small, such that the threshold
voltage shift from erase disturb was not significant enough to
continue with recovery programming. If recovery verify fails,
then recovery programming continues. At 42, a static setting
is read for recovery programming. The static setting is indica-
tive of a number of the memory cells to be recovery pro-
grammed, such as an address range of memory cells of
memory groups that share a well. The static setting can be
based on a semiconductor manufacturing process of the non-
volatile memory array, or an application of the nonvolatile
memory array. The static setting can be saved in a memory
such as a nonvolatile memory or a fuse. At 44, recovery
programming is performed on the erase disturbed memory
cells, according to the static setting.

In FIG. 6, at 46 erase is performed. The ellipsis indicates
other steps being performed on memory cells selected for
erase, such as pre-program, erase verify, and soft program as
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discussed in connection with FIG. 1. At 48, a dynamic setting
is updated in memory, such as a nonvolatile memory, counter,
or register in control circuitry. The dynamic setting reflects
the number of erase operations that have been performed (e.g.
on the memory array). Memory cells degrade with the num-
ber of program-erase cycles. As the number of erase opera-
tions that have been performed increases, the dynamic setting
increases such that recovery programming is performed on an
increasing number of memory cells, or a larger memory
address range, in memory groups that were not selected for
erase.

The subsequent steps are performed on memory groups
that are not selected for erase. At 50, recovery verify is per-
formed on a cell-by-cell basis. If recovery verify passes, then
recovery programming is unnecessary, and at 52 recovery
programming ends (along with the erase algorithm ending).
Recovery verify passing, indicates that erase disturb effects
on a programmed memory cell were sufficiently small, such
that the threshold voltage shift from erase disturb was not
significant enough to continue with recovery programming. If
recovery verify fails, then recovery programming continues
on a cell-by-cell basis. At 54, a dynamic setting is read for
recovery programming. The dynamic setting is indicative of a
number of the memory cells to be recovery programmed,
such as an address range of memory cells of memory groups
that share a well. The static setting can be based on a semi-
conductor manufacturing process of the nonvolatile memory
array, or an application of the nonvolatile memory array. The
dynamic setting can be saved in a memory such as a nonvola-
tile memory counter, or register in control circuitry. At 56,
recovery programming is performed on the erase disturbed
memory cells, according to the dynamic setting.

In FIG. 7, at 58 erase is performed. The later ellipsis indi-
cates other steps being performed on memory cells selected
for erase, such as pre-program, erase verify, and soft program
as discussed in connection with FIG. 1; or steps performed on
memory cells not selected for erase.

The following is an example of a dynamic setting being
updated. In some embodiments, the dynamic setting reflects
the starting position or starting memory address of recovery
programming.

Step 60 determines whether the erase procedure is the first
erase procedure performed after power on. In various
embodiments, the erase procedure is the first performed on
the entire array, or on the particular memory group which is
identified to be erased by the erase command.

If'the erase procedure is the first erase procedure performed
after power on, then at 62 the dynamic setting selects a begin-
ning memory address out of the memory groups sharing the
well, for example as shown in FIG. 2. If the erase procedure
is the second or subsequent erase procedure performed after
power on, then at 62 the next beginning memory address is
selected out of a sequence of memory groups sharing the well,
for example as shown in FIG. 2.

FIG. 8 is a block diagram of an integrated circuit with a
memory array and improvements described herein. An inte-
grated circuit 150 includes a memory array 100. A word line
(or row) and block select decoder 101 is coupled to, and in
electrical communication with, a plurality of word lines 102,
and arranged along rows in the memory array 100. A bit line
(column) decoder and drivers 103 are coupled to and in elec-
trical communication with a plurality of bit lines 104
arranged along columns in the memory array 100 for reading
data from, and writing data to, the memory cells in the
memory array 100. Addresses are supplied on bus 105 to the
word line decoder and drivers 101 and to the bit line decoder
103. Sense amplifiers and data-in structures in block 106, are
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coupled to the bit line decoder 103 via the bus 107. Data is
supplied via the data-in line 111 from input/output ports on
the integrated circuit 150, to the data-in structures in block
106. Data is supplied via the data-out line 115 from the sense
amplifiers in block 106 to input/output ports on the integrated
circuit 150, or to other data destinations internal or external to
the integrated circuit 150. Program, erase, and read bias
arrangement state machine circuitry 109 controls biasing
arrangement supply voltages 108, and applies a recovery bias
arrangement during erase. State machine circuitry 109 also
includes logic 140 that stores a recovery setting and deter-
mines a scope (such as a range of memory cells) of recovery
bias during erase.

The disclosed technology is applicable to nonvolatile
memory arrays such as a NOR array. Example nonvolatile
memory elements are floating gate elements and dielectric
charge trapping memory elements.

The disclosed technology applies a recovery bias arrange-
ment that adjusts threshold voltages, upward or downward
depending on the embodiment.

While the present invention is disclosed by reference to the
preferred embodiments and examples detailed above, it is to
be understood that these examples are intended in an illustra-
tive rather than in a limiting sense. It is contemplated that
modifications and combinations will readily occur to those
skilled in the art, which modifications and combinations will
be within the spirit of the invention and the scope of the
following claims.

What is claimed is:

1. An integrated circuit, comprising:

a nonvolatile memory array with a plurality of memory
groups including a first set of one or more memory
groups, a second set of one or more memory groups, and
a third set of one or more memory groups,

wherein a same well is shared by: (i) the first set of one or
more memory groups, and (ii) the second set of one or
more memory groups, and

wherein different wells are used by: (i) the first set of one or
more memory groups, and (ii) the third set of one or
more memory groups; and

control circuitry to erase only the first set of one or more
memory groups, and to apply a recovery bias arrange-
ment that adjusts threshold voltages of memory cells to
at least one memory group of the second set of one or
more memory groups but not to the third set of one or
more memory groups.

2. The integrated circuit of claim 1, further comprising:

logic that adjusts threshold voltages of memory cells in at
least one memory group of the second set of one or more
memory groups, wherein the first set of one or more
memory groups is different from the second set of one or
more memory groups.

3. The integrated circuit of claim 1, further comprising:

logic that maintains a recovery setting indicative of a num-
ber of memory cells of the second set of one or more
memory groups in a programmed state that receive the
recovery bias arrangement to recover from threshold
voltage changes caused by erasing the first set of one or
more memory groups.

4. The integrated circuit of claim 1, further comprising:

logic that maintains a recovery setting indicative of a num-
ber of memory cells of the second set of one or more
memory groups in a programmed state that receive the
recovery bias arrangement to recover from threshold
voltage changes caused by erasing the first set of one or
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more memory groups, and the number of memory cells
increases with a number of times the erase bias arrange-
ment is applied.

5. The integrated circuit of claim 1, further comprising:

logic that maintains a recovery setting indicative of a num-
ber of memory cells of the second set of one or more
memory groups in a programmed state that receive the
recovery bias arrangement to recover from threshold
voltage changes caused by erasing the first set of one or
more memory groups, and the number of memory cells
increases with a number of times the erase bias arrange-
ment is applied to the nonvolatile memory array.

6. The integrated circuit of claim 1,

wherein the control circuitry is responsive to an erase com-
mand, by applying an erase bias arrangement prior to the
recovery bias arrangement.

7. The integrated circuit of claim 1,

wherein the control circuitry responsive to an erase com-
mand, by applying an erase bias arrangement to the first
set of one or more memory groups prior to the recovery
bias arrangement, and during the erase bias arrangement
erase disturb occurs to the second set of one or more
memory groups, and during the recovery bias arrange-
ment the erase disturb is at least partly corrected.

8. The integrated circuit of claim 1,

wherein a same well is shared by: (i) the first set of one or
more memory groups, and (ii) the at least one memory
group of the second set of one or more memory groups,

wherein the control circuitry responsive to an erase com-
mand, by applying an erase bias arrangement to the first
set of one or more memory groups prior to the recovery
bias arrangement, and during the erase bias arrangement
erase disturb occurs to the second set of one or more
memory groups due to the same well being shared by the
first set of one or more memory groups undergoing erase
and the second set of one or more memory groups not
undergoing erase, and during the recovery bias arrange-
ment the erase disturb is at least partly corrected.

9. The integrated circuit of claim 1,

wherein the control circuitry is responsive to an erase com-
mand, by applying a verify bias arrangement, and the
control circuitry applies the recovery bias arrangement
responsive to the verify bias arrangement indicating that
at least one memory cell in the second set of one or more
memory groups has experienced erase disturb.

10. The integrated circuit of claim 1,

wherein the recovery bias arrangement is applied to
recover from threshold voltage changes of memory cells
in at least one memory group of the second set of one or
more memory groups, the threshold voltage changes
caused by erasing the first set of one or more memory
groups.

11. A method, comprising:

responsive to an erase command to erase only a first set of
one or more memory groups of a nonvolatile memory
array, the nonvolatile memory array including the first
set of one or more memory groups, a second set of one or
more memory groups, and a third set of one or more
memory groups, applying a recovery bias arrangement
that adjusts threshold voltages of memory cells to at least
one memory group of the second set of one or more
memory groups but not to the third set of one or more
memory groups,

wherein a same well is shared by: (i) the first set of one or
more memory groups, and (ii) the second set of one or
more memory groups, and
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wherein different wells are used by: (i) the first set of one or
more memory groups, and (ii) the third set of one or
more memory groups.

12. The method of claim 11, wherein the recovery bias
arrangement adjusts threshold voltages of memory cells in at
least one memory group of the second set of one or more
memory groups, wherein the first set of one or more memory
groups is different from the second set of one or more
memory groups.

13. The method of claim 11, wherein the recovery bias
arrangement is applied according to arecovery setting indica-
tive of a number of memory cells of the second set of one or
more memory groups in a programmed state that receive the
recovery bias arrangement to recover from threshold voltage
changes caused by erasing the first set of one or more memory
groups.

14. The method of claim 11, wherein the recovery bias
arrangement is applied according to arecovery setting indica-
tive of a number of memory cells of the second set of one or
more memory groups in a programmed state that receive the
recovery bias arrangement to recover from threshold voltage
changes caused by erasing the first set of one or more memory
groups, and the number of memory cells increases with a
number of times the erase bias arrangement is applied.

15. The method of claim 11, wherein the recovery bias
arrangement is applied according to arecovery setting indica-
tive of a number of memory cells of the second set of one or
more memory groups in a programmed state that receive the
recovery bias arrangement to recover from threshold voltage
changes caused by erasing the first set of one or more memory
groups, and the number of memory cells increases with a
number of times the erase bias arrangement is applied to the
nonvolatile memory array.

16. The method of claim 11, further comprising:

responsive to the erase command, applying an erase bias

arrangement to the first set of one or more memory
groups prior to the recovery bias arrangement.

17. The method of claim 11,

at least partly correcting erase disturb during the recovery

bias arrangement, the erase disturb occurring to the sec-
ond set of one or more memory groups during an erase
bias arrangement applied to the first set of one or more
memory groups prior to the recovery bias arrangement.

18. The method of claim 11, wherein

at least partly correcting erase disturb during the recovery

bias arrangement, the erase disturb occurring to the sec-
ond set of one or more memory groups during an erase
bias arrangement applied prior to the recovery bias
arrangement, the erase disturb being due to a same well
being shared by the first set of one or more memory
groups undergoing erase and the second set of one or
more memory groups not undergoing erase.

19. The method of claim 11, further comprising:

applying the recovery bias arrangement responsive to a

verify bias arrangement indicating that at least one
memory cell in the second set of one or more memory
groups has experienced erase disturb.

20. The method of claim 11, wherein

the recovery bias arrangement is applied to recover from

threshold voltage changes of memory cells in at least one
memory group of the second set of one or more memory
groups, the threshold voltage changes caused by erasing
the first set of one or more memory groups.
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